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Locator beacons offer hope, more

SAFETY: The personal devices can be lifesavers tatwoor enthusiasts, but they are
pricey.

10:48 PM PST on Saturday, January 22, 2005
By RICHARD BROOKS / The Press-Enterprise
Stranded along a frozen river in upstate New Yodkoeist Carl Skalak earned a place in search-and-

rescue history by becoming the first person inUhéed States, outside of Alaska, to summon hetp
a Personal Locator Beacon.

Weather forecasters hadn't predicted the stormhdmamered his campsite with rain and snow and kept
Skalak tentbound for 2 % days in November 2003.

His handheld beacon alerted authorities by senaimglectronic SOS to a space satellite. The datelli
relayed his location to search coordinators, pramgpbkalak's rescue by an Army helicopter crew.

Now, 18 months after the devices became lege

civilian use in all of the states and not just Akas
they've only been activated twice in California, || i personal Locator v

and both were false alarms, federal records shoyW handneld devices 2 search-and-
that transmit an %, roscoe satellite
electronic 503 to

"They would save so many lives if people would sal:fr':gﬂsl “;:ttreliafﬂ
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take them with them," said Capt. Toby Tyler, whofl s Mission Control [N
oversees the San Bernardino County sheriff's Center, which alerts
helicopter crews and search-and-rescue teams. ||| | focedination center

"But they haven't caught on yet."

One reason could be the cost: $500 to $700. Thej
higher-priced beacons broadcast their position tq

within 100 yards, experts say. Even the less- '
expensive devices can narrow the search area t(
within a half-mile.
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Search teams in San Bernardino and Riverside hi
counties routinely spend hours - even days - grapnic
combing the mountains for lost or injured hikers
with only sketchy information about their locations

On Nov. 19, for example, searchers spent 9 %2 Houdisig and rescuing a 65-year-old hiker who had
gone missing along the Pacific Crest Trail in tla@ &orgonio Wilderness southeast of Big Bear. The
search began after dark. Rescuers knew only teahtn probably was somewhere along¥z-mile
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stretch.

Two days later, searchers in the same wildernessieel a 47-year-old Riverside hiker who had
disappeared roughly three miles from the 11,50@-$0omit of Mount San Gorgonio. The search took
19 hours.

Though marketed primarily to experienced backpacked mountaineers, and as a backup distress
signal for pilots and boaters, the beacons could &&vider variety of people, Tyler said.

Tyler gave the example of someone who gets lodewtding an off-highway vehicle in the desert. "If
they don't have food and water available - andhtsheat of the summer - it would be reasonalsle fo
them to activate it so we can rescue them bef@ye thend up dying."

Wintertime, of course, brings increased dangehénmountains.

"As the hours go on, survivability drops, dependimgthe kind of equipment they've got and any
injuries they have," said San Bernardino Countyudg@hannon Kovich, who recalled the case of a
snowboarder who spent three days lost on Mt. Baidy/died in a hospital soon after he was rescuE
was exposure.”

Canoeist's Experience

Skalak's rescue is a textbook example of how awelg@ther backcountry trip can turn life-threatening
and how the beacons can save lives.

"It was a winter wonderland. It was gorgeous," 8kakcalled of the view from his tent after the
overnight snowstorm. "But the river froze, too. Athére | was on a canoe trip."

Five days into his trip and nearly out of food,thiggered his beacon. It transmitted a distressaditp
an orbiting satellite operated by the National @eeand Atmospheric Administration.

Since he was using one of the lssphisticated units, it did not transmit the exatitude and longitud
of his campsite.

Instead, the satellite sent his general locatiah&oAir Force Rescue Coordination Center in Lapgle
Va.

Still, an Army helicopter crew found Skalak thatreaday and flew him to safety.
Rescuers in California have mixed thoughts aboeibdéacons.

"We're all scared of them driving us crazy," satird Dill, a search-and-rescue ranger in Yosemite
National Park. "On the flip side, just eliminatinge big search could save $200,0(

Other Options

Search teams have never had to track a beacodifar@ia, said Glenn Henderson, of the Hemet-based
Riverside Mountain Rescue Unit.

That's partly because of sticker shock, said mane¢a Al Figley, who works at the Sports Chale
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Rancho Cucamonga, where a top-of-the-line beadtnfee $719.

"People want something that they can use to |abaie kid or their wife shopping at Nordstrom'sg' h
said. "If you're going to do real serious backpaghkn the Sierras, (a beacon) would be terrificyfou.
But for the normal public, it's still outside ofeiin price range.”

Many potential owners have learned how to get mab#te advantages for a fraction of the price.

They routinely monitor their latitude and longituasing a handheld Global Positioning System rec:
costing perhaps $200. In an emergency, they cay teéir position by cell phone to a 911 operator.

But cell-phone coverage can be spotty, particuliarigmote areas. Cold weather can drain cell-phone
batteries. And beacons are getting cheaper.

Easy Registration

About 3,500 beacons are registered in the UnitateStsaid NOAA Lt. Daniel Karlson. Nearly 400 are
in California, second only to Florida with 500.

The system is set up to quickly identify false alar By law, an owner must register his or her beaco
which can be done atww.sarsat.noaa.goya NOAA Web site.

The registration process requires an owner to deleisror her name, address and phone number, a
phone numbers of several people who are likelyntmnkthe beacon owner's whereabo

When a Personal Locator Beacon is activated,ditsasiincludes a 15-digit identifier that correspsial

a specific device. By checking the identifier in@nputer database, Air Force rescue coordinatars ca
almost immediately identify the owner and call thgistered phone numbers to determine whether the
distress signal is apt to be a false alarm.

"Buying the beacon and registering it on the Wéb aie the only things they've got to do," said.Maj

Allan Knox of the Air Force Rescue Coordination @n"And they've got a very serious lifesaving
system (that functions) worldwide."

Online at: http://www.pe.com/localnews/inland/stories/PE_News Local beacon23.ed32.html
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